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WHIRLWINDS.

A whirlwind may be described as a mass of air whose
height is enormously greater than its width, rotating-
rapidly round a more or less vertical axis. A moderate
whirlwind may be two hundred feet high, and not above
ten feet in diameter. The dimensions, however, are very
variable, for a whirlwind may vary in intensity from a
harmless eddy in a dusty road to the destructive tornado
of the United States. As the latter are the most terrific
manifestation of weather in the whole range of meteoro-
logy, we shall devote a few pages to their consideration,

TORNADOES.

A tornado is simply a whirlwind of exceptional
violence; if it were to encounter a lake or the sea, it
would be called a waterspout. Its most characteristic
feature is a funnel, or spout, which is the visible manifes-
tation of a cylinder of air that is revolving rapidly round
a nearly vertical axis. This spout is propagated through-
out the northern temperate zone in a north-easterly
direction at a rate of about thirty miles an hour, and
tears everything to pieces along its narrow path.

The diameter of the actual spout often does not
exceed a few yards, and the total area of destructive
wind is rarely more than three or four hundred yards
across. The height of the spout is that of the lowest
layer of clouds, which are then never high; and, as in
thunderstorms, the upper currents are unaffected "bj the
violent commotion below.